THE FIRST PLANNED ECONOMY: CONTROL OF INDUSTRY
were imposed designed to protect alike the interests of the
public as consumers and of the skilled workers as producers.
In the second place, the principle of communal control in
the economic sphere was deeply-rooted in the historic
consciousness of the English nation. There was never a time
in the memory of men when the ideals of laissez-faire had
reigned, or when men had been left at liberty in their pursuit
of a livelihood. In the middle ages agriculture had been
regulated by the village courts, industry by the craft gilds,
commerce by the gilds merchant at home and by trading
companies abroad. The Englishman was reared in a society
in which his business was not his business alone, and in which
his economic life was no less subject to supervision than his
political or religious life.
The early mercantilist state inherited the communal
traditions bequeathed by the middle ages. It came into
existence in an era when profound changes were taking
place in the industrial landscape. The growth of capitalism,
the dispersion of the textile manufacture over the countryside,
and the emergence of new enterprises outside the jurisdiction
of the urban authorities, imperilled the whole structure of
industry as it had been built up in the middle ages on a gild
basis. Accordingly the intervention of the state was impera-
tively demanded if the time-honoured sanctions of a rigid
industrial discipline were to be preserved from extinction.
Public opinion was not yet prepared for the abandonment
of the old order; and to avert its imminent break-up the
central authority was impelled to assume wider responsi-
bilities. Early mercantilist legislation was in its essentials
nothing more than the application, on a national scale, of
the orthodox practices which had been followed for several
centuries by the municipalities.
In the sphere of industry the aim of the state was to bring
capitalism under control. The industrial entrepreneur was
subject to restrictions in six different ways. Firstly: he was
bound by legal rates of wages. Secondly: pressure was